
 1 

Prepared Remarks for Chairman Bruce Cole 
Federation of State Humanities Councils Ñ  2007 National Conference 

Williamsburg, VA 
November 3, 2007 
WEB VERSION 

 
 
Good afternoon.  Thank you, Paul1, for those kind words.  It’s always a pleasure to be at 
this conference among people united in their dedication to the humanities.  I see many 
familiar faces, and I look forward to meeting more of you in the course of the day. 
 
The work of the Federation and our state humanities councils is vital.  Every day, you 
show how the humanities enrich our democracy and expand our personal horizons.  The 
NEH has a big mission — to cultivate the best of the humanities and share their wisdom 
with all Americans.  But we can hardly fulfill this mission from one building in 
Washington, DC.  By law and by desire, a large share of our budget is dedicated to 
partnerships with you.  I am grateful to you for using that support to put the “human face” 
on the humanities in your states and territories. 
 
We the People and the State Councils – Five Years of Accomplishment 
 
One place where the state councils have made a great impact is in the Endowment’s We 
the People program, which is now celebrating its fifth anniversary.  Looking back on the 
past five years, we can all take pride in the significant accomplishments of this program. 
 
We the People has received strong bipartisan backing — most tangibly, in the form of 
over $51 million dollars in funding from President Bush and Congress.  Of that amount, 
nearly $18 million dollars — almost 35 percent — of these funds have gone to the State 
Councils.  That’s in addition to the $2.8 million dollars the NEH has provided in 
Treasury matching funds to support We the People projects by the State Councils.   
 
This funding has made possible many wonderful humanities projects, including the 
excellent programming supported by your state councils.  One recent example is found in 
this state, where the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities is using the 400th 
anniversary of the Jamestown Colony to explore the Commonwealth’s people, history, 
and cultures. 
 
Each year at this conference, I’ve spoken with you about We the People and asked for 
your support in this endeavor.  And after five years, we can state confidently that We the 
People is meeting its goal: It is leading a renaissance in the teaching, study, and 
understanding of American history and culture. 
 
Your collaboration, your ideas, and your energy have been essential to its success.  I am 
deeply impressed and proud of all that the state councils have accomplished thus far 
through We the People. 
                                                             
1 Paul Hunter, chairman of the board of the Federation of State Humanities Councils. 
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Picturing America 
 
Now the NEH is preparing to launch an exciting new initiative under the We the People 
banner: “Picturing America.”  Before we roll-out this initiative full-scale next year, I 
want to give you, my fellow members of the humanities “family,” an early opportunity to 
see what it’s all about.  This initiative will be national in scope, and perhaps the largest 
endeavor the Endowment has ever undertaken.  So just as in 2001, when I first spoke 
with you and sought your advice, today I am again asking for your ideas, your creativity, 
and your help. 
 
“Picturing America” will advance the mission of We the People in the most direct manner 
possible.  It will bring masterpieces of American art into our nation’s schools and 
libraries, where they can help tell our nation’s story and convey important American 
themes and ideals.  “Picturing America” will offer generations of citizens an engaging 
way to experience American history and culture — because as we all know, a picture is 
indeed worth a thousand words.   
 
Art speaks dynamically and forcefully about where a people have come from … what 
they have endured … and where they are headed.  We cannot imagine the history of 
ancient Egypt without the great pyramids … or the history of Renaissance Italy without 
the works of Michelangelo and Leonardo.  What these civilizations accomplished through 
their art greatly affects how we see and understand them.  Art can take us beyond the 
essential facts of history, and give us insights into a nation’s character, ideals, and 
aspirations.  
 
The history of the United States is also illuminated by its art.  The purpose of “Picturing 
America” is to take this story directly to our youngest citizens.  By using art to help our 
young people to see better, we can help them to understand better the continuing drama 
of the American experiment in self-government. 
 
Imagine, for a moment, a 12-year-old boy in your state or territory.  He and his sister 
might know little about American history, and they probably haven’t had the chance to 
see much art.  “Picturing America” will reach these young people, by using great 
American art to spark their imagination and interest … broaden their perspectives … and 
introduce them to a world of beauty, form, and meaning. 
 
Perhaps I can best explain the purpose behind “Picturing America” by sharing my own 
experience of art’s power to stimulate intellectual awakenings.  When I was a child, my 
parents visited the National Gallery of Art in Washington, and they brought home a 
souvenir that would change my life: a portfolio of illustrations from the collections of the 
Gallery.  As I pondered these great works of art, I had the first glimmerings of what 
would become a lifelong pursuit: to study and understand the form, history, and meaning 
of art.  This was my gateway to a wider intellectual world.  Through that open door, I 
would delve into history, philosophy, religion, architecture, and literature — the entire 
universe of the humanities.  
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I hope that “Picturing America” will provide a similar intellectual gateway for students 
and citizens across America. 
 
It’s often said that we now live in a predominantly visual age — with video games, the 
Web, YouTube, and “virtual” worlds like “Second Life.”  Our young people are 
bombarded every day with images.  But are they really learning how to see?  Are they 
learning how to treat an image not simply as something to be passively absorbed without 
reflection or thought, but rather as something that demands their full attention?  
Something that requires the use of all their critical faculties to grasp its entire depth and 
meaning? 
 
In today’s world, it’s essential to have students encounter images that are timeless, 
beautiful, and rich with meaning.  We find these images not in the ephemera of 
contemporary media, but in great works of art that have stood the test of time. 
 
Sadly, millions of kids don’t have access to these treasures.  Not everyone lives close to a 
museum, or has parents with the time or means to travel to a city to view great art.  That’s 
where “Picturing America” comes in. 
 
Program specifics 
 
Under “Picturing America,” schools and libraries nationwide will receive forty large, 
high-quality reproductions of America’s finest art, along with resources to help display 
the images and explain their importance.  It’s a diverse selection of American 
masterpieces, ranging from American Indian pottery, to Gilbert Stuart’s “Landsdowne” 
portrait of George Washington, to Dorothea Lange’s famous photograph of a “Migrant 
Mother.” 
 
Allow me to show you just a few of the images, to give you a sense of the variety of the 
subjects and media, and the breadth of themes the images convey: 
 

• Works of art that portray great Americans:  
o Gilbert Stuart’s portrait of Washington;  
o Hiram Powers’s statue of Ben Franklin in the U.S. Capitol  
o Alexander Gardner’s famous photograph of Abraham Lincoln, taken not 

long before Lincoln’s death;  
• Works that illustrate America’s fascination with the West, the influence of the 

frontier, and our nation’s Native American heritage:  
o N.C. Wyeth’s cover illustration for The Last of the Mohicans;  
o Black Hawk’s “Sans Arc Lakota” ledger book;  
o Albert Bierstadt’s Looking Down Yosemite Valley  

• Paintings that show the workings of democracy:  
o George Caleb Bingham – The County Election;  
o Norman Rockwell – Freedom of Speech  

• Works that convey the impact of great historical events on individuals:  
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o Winslow Homer’s Veteran in a New Field (Civil War);  
o Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother (Great Depression)  

• Works that express Americans’ optimism and ingenuity:  
o The Chrysler Building 

• Works that convey a sense of aspiration and the right to rise:  
o Martin Puryear – Ladder for Booker T. Washington  [NOTE: Booker T. 

Washington’s autobiography was titled Up From Slavery] 
• Works that illustrate the enduring American struggle for freedom and equality 

across the generations:  
o Emanuel Leutze’s Washington Crossing the Delaware 
o Augustus Saint-Gaudens’ Robert Gould Shaw and the Fifty-Fourth 

Regiment 
o James Karales’s famous photograph of the great civil rights march from 

Selma to Montgomery in 1965.     
 
Notice the fascinating continuities in composition and theme between this photograph, 
the 54th Massachusetts Memorial in Boston, and the painting of Washington and his army 
crossing the Delaware.  In each work, the subjects face human and natural obstacles that 
demand heroic action.  And in each work, we see the courage, determination, and 
sacrifice required of those who have defended America’s founding principles.  These 
three works of art transcend their primary function as a record of an event, by telling the 
story of the desire for freedom and equality that is the shared heritage of all Americans. 
 
This is just a small sampling of how the images from “Picturing America” can be used to 
illuminate our nation’s history and culture.  As you can see, the potential of this program 
is vast. 
 
This past spring, the NEH launched a pilot run of “Picturing America” with our partners 
at the American Library Association.  We did very little publicity, yet the response was 
overwhelming — we received thousands of inquiries.  The Endowment made over fifteen 
hundred “Picturing America” awards to public and private schools at the elementary, 
middle, and high school levels, in all 50 states.  Almost half of the recipients were in 
towns with fewer than 25,000 people — which means we are meeting our goal of 
reaching rural and underserved populations.  I know that’s a major goal of yours as well.   
 
The great success of the pilot phase has us very excited about the long-term potential of 
this program.  Our ultimate goal is to expand “Picturing America” exponentially to 
schools and public libraries across the country.  
 
Importance of State Humanities Councils for Picturing America 
 
To meet this goal and allow “Picturing America” to reach its full potential, the NEH 
needs your help.  We seek your collaboration, your ideas, and your creativity.  The state 
councils are uniquely positioned to maximize the public exposure of this initiative in your 
local communities.  You can help schools, libraries, and other institutions develop quality 
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programming that builds interest in “Picturing America” after we launch it nationwide in 
early 2008. 
 
I know that our director of Federal-State partnership, Edie Manza, and our Assistant 
Chairman for Partnerships and National Affairs, Carole Watson, have already had good 
contacts with many of you about “Picturing America.”  We look forward to expanding 
these contacts in the coming months, so we can determine how to best work together on 
this promising initiative.  We want to hear your ideas, so please feel free to speak with 
me at this conference.  Also, please be sure to take a copy of our “Picturing America” 
brochure, located in the back of the room. 
 
Conclusion  
 
The impulse behind “Picturing America” is the NEH’s firm belief that the treasures of the 
humanities should not be the sole possession of the privileged and the erudite.  They can 
inspire all Americans.  The humanities are not luxuries, or mere recreation for the 
bookish; they are essential to the well-being of our republic. 
 
I am proud of all that we accomplished together, and I know our partnership will continue 
to flourish in the years ahead.  I invite your continued ideas and your help. Working 
together, we can continue to democratize the humanities and bring their wisdom and 
meaning to every corner of our country. 
 
I salute the dedication and skill of the state councils and the Federation, and I appreciate 
this chance to share my thoughts with you today. 
 
 


